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'IDENTIFIERS 

ABSTRACT ' . . " > . 

" During writing conferences; many teachers iapose 

their own°ideas and attitudes on' the student's essay, and often are 

not sure how else to help their^ students arrive at changes that will 
prove. their writing. Understanding or asisessae&t of a situdent's 

prior knowledge about the topic can be vei^y helpful .%to a teacher in 
■ shaping the confex;ence and paper under discussion. '^rainstor.ning is a 

powerful prewriti'ng activity that helps students dra;w upon previous / 



their, writing 
special Jcind of 



experience to .discover what light be reletrant about 

topic. Students who know little abo'ut a topicjneed.a _^ 

conference that focuses directly on building the ideas or concepts 
being written about and provides suggestions for isources of further 
ihforsation or alternative topics. Hhen students do know .soaething 
about a topic .but have ndf thought it through, the first draft often 
serves' as a way/to develop ideas.. In this case; a productive 
conference might focus on what the. student knows about the topic* and 
how, aspects of that knowledge are related to each othe:if. A conference 
focusing on the linguistic or organizational arspects of a paper can 
be helpful for students who, know a good, deal about a topic and have 
thought, it through, already. (HTH) / ' 
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WHAT STUDEOTS KNOW MO) HHAT THEY WRITE: ^, 
^' Vja^S TO FOCUS A WRITING CONFERENCE . ' , 

Judith A. Langer 
• University of California; Berkeley 



Sozne^imes writing conferences pose problems for teachers. Sometimes 
it's hard to know what to s^y/ and ^sometiines it's extremeW difficult 
for the student to get the "message." Many conferences ^d up with the 
teacher doing the talking and the showing (and even the thinking) while/ 
the student tries to understand what the teacher is talking about, how 
that relates to what has' been , written, «id what needs -to be changed 
to ccmpiy with the teacher's suggestions • Helpful response to^tudent- 
writiiig is sufficiently difficult that a i)umber of researchers and 
writing educators are beginning to spend more time attempting to under- 



stand the process "to make it^ a more successful injstructional activity. ' * 

' ^ . S ' ;; " * ' ^'7 

Iri the June issue of the- Network Newsletter, Nancy Scmo^fB excimined ways 
in which teachers unwittingly "appropriate" their students' essays and' . 

imposfe their own ideas emd attitudes oii them. While this can be inhibiting 

'' \' 

and perplexing for the student, often teachers aren^t sure how else to' 

' ' ' ' • 

help their students arrive at changes which will improve their writing. ' 

Because conf fencing is an issue with mahy facets, this paper will focus 
pn only one kind of writing conference^ -r that which takes place when the 
student is engaged in some form of informational waiting. It .will examine 



ways in which persoxial knowledge about a topic affecj:s the language, 
organizational structure, and coherence used by particular writers. * 

.. ■ ' '. ■ "I , . : ' . 

Wtiting-acros^s-the-curriculm as. an approach to^'lesufning suggests that . 
activities in writln^f- cannot be isolated frci^ the^subje9t matter itself, 
^e e^cperience of witing is a function of the purposev personal coinmit- 
inentr and of all the information that a writer has stored in memory whibh^ 
i$ potentially available for use in a writing experience. As teaphers 
of writing we know-^at* knowledge about a topic is critical to the ^ 



mariner in which a pap^r-is written. When we've been asked to\j*rite, 
we've often dreaded the •'otdeal." We've engaged in a particulai;^ kigd^of 
Struggle \dien the topic of our paper was one with which we weren|t*too 
familiar/ or one which we liadn'^t "had time to^ really think through. \I'd 
like to stlSgest that the entire idea of memory (what is known, the .\. 
• sophistication of that:- knowl€i4ge, how that knowl^ge is organ^.zed in -\ 
memory^ and how accessible it^is to the /individual) directVy affects any^ J 
comijositioh ~ why it works or why it doesn't. Because such knowledge so 
directly helps shape, the paper,, our understanding or assessment of what 
a student icnows about a topic can be very helpful to a teacher during a 
conference.^ It vill shape the conference ancieventually shape the paper, 
.as well. ^ 



TO get a better view ^^^w^memory operates, let^s look at such activities 
as brainstormincf or free ass6ciatlpn. As teachers of writing we know > , 
that brainstotining is a> powerful pre-wfit^ng activity because it helps • % 



students draw^^Upon previous experience to discover what miglfb be relevant; 

about, their Writing .tppic. . The strength of* brainstonnihg is ^that it ,\ 

permits each writer to search his or her' own memory ^r- personal know- 

ledge uise in the writing task. l!hose''of us who have.particijpatecl in 

or conducted a brainstorming activity knew that^jgpmetimes nothing comes, 

* ' . - . * 

to mind ~ and whgn something^ finally does it may seem tangential, to the* 
: , . o-? • " ' . * ^ • 5 • ' 

stated topic. At other times many ideas come to mind. and these seein 

io lejad us along a path of richly, related ideas; Most often however^ ^ 

w€^ findoourselves at pat^s in-befJU^n. - 

r - ^ .... 

People who know little abqut^a topic generally provide vefV tangential 

responses to brainstorming or free associ*ati6n probes. On the ot^er 

hand, when they know a good deal about ^>topic their responses are gen- 

erally coherent, weij. organized,: and at a high level of aonceptuaIi'2ation. 



If we examine student papers we can readily see that whei^ students write 
%o a topic about "^which they know a good' deal, tfie language, r organization, 
^d cpherende of their, work is likely to be good; cfonvefcsely, when " V^;| 
students . know little about a topic tfceir language, organization,, and ^ 

. , . ^ t ^ , , . ^ , ' • 

i . ' - , • 

coherence is likely to seeip tight, restricted, and contrived, or to fall. . 
. apart ,al together. When ^tiidents have little knowledge or are uiiwilXing 
' to risk stating^ the idea6 they do have, they may voice gross generalities 

6r abstractions without examples or enriching, illustrations. At other 

times their writing is fragmented/' they often write their associations, . 

Acamples-, , and descriptions in the form of lists with few explicit conr 

nections among 'their, ideas. 



5t«aeiit9 ^ MW^UtUe «Bp»t # ^oplc need « 8pcct«l kiad coiAerence 

«/ ■ * ' ■ ■ ' ' ' ' . ■ ■ ' 

titile, ene foeuMtng ^irectly^ on Bvtldtng^ Ideas or condspts ^ng ^ .- 

, i^ltten aBoQtt SocB: studeiyzs may need conference til^nlilcft is prljparlly 

concerned vttK tfie presentat and developiiient .of nev Information • 

In tfie, course of tltts conference it laay Become apparent^ that a student 

knows so Itttle.tBat simply, amplifying tRe topic will ineyttaWy 

prove futile^. lit sucB: cases tfie teacher may need to ijipvlde siiggestions,. 

for sources of further information to Be consulted h^ore eyen at^remptinjg 

^to reprise tBe mritingt Sources :oighe Include, direct instruction, another 

, >/ ' - \^ • ^' 

• student, a film, or the 116rary> ' CEn some cases it may eyen b^e more 

* " "* » ' ' » 

productive to suggest an alternative topic,) 

. . " . * ' . , ^ 

} ■ ■ . '.. ' „■ 

When stidents do know sometTilng a^qut a toflc but iiaven*t tftcfuglit tt 

• r - \ * ■ !• 

^tiroogh tfioroogRly> the first draft often serves, as a w^y tofijevelop. 

■ ' ■ * i . - ■ \ . . - . 

Ideas, %isy^8eem to know some of tfie attributes, can cite ocamples 

' " • ' * . ' ' ' ' • ♦» ■ I * 

associated wttit tfie ttfpic, But are not sor^ if or Ilow the parts fit 

, together t ^In this case, a prodtcctive conference, night focxis on what 

the s.tudent knows a&out the i/ific, and how aspects of tliat knowledge 

, are related t?)" each, ot&er, The teacher *s role in this type of 

'^v^iuiS^iie tsvto.i^ think through the major topic., 



identify some int(fitWeicir jig detail's, and Ijp^ine hew *U ttte, pieces 
*>*£it," While this type of conference deals witti topic-related 
knowledge, the student can also Be helped to. begin refining that, 
taowledge with- the specific writing task in mind. Since the first 
jdraft in this ease ^^^oductlye step in Becoming Ware of ataiXaWe . 
knowledge and Relationships, it lir Jaiportant that self reflection about 



the in^ghts Jfained from the conferencing experience bemused as ^ the 
' next step in refixmng the paper* "When topic-related Icnowledge is the 
focus of the cohierence^ oftisn the Ijmguage, content, and structure 
of ' the- paper will improve, together on later drafts. 

• : ' . - 

With students who know a good dea3(^ about 'a topic and have thought ii;. 



through already, a conference focussing on the lin^istic or organizational 

* aspects of the paper can *1)e helpful. Their knowledge will ui^ually l^ad ^' 
them to make good use of example^ ari^ associations in their writing, 

.providing .the elaboration cuid embellishments necessary td^m^ke a p^iper 
■ work well. For .them the conference can focus on teacher and student 
iudgntefits about how the details might best be organized^* which words or 

phrases might be changed for specificity and impact, .and what might be 

* * ^ " ■ * • - • . * ... 

phanged to help it cohere more st:ipongly. 



• A consideration ofchow thoroughly the;' writer has thought through the \ 
material can help b<l>th the studerit and the tefacher focus the conference 

. Oh. one particular aspect of the paper ~ either the topic, or- the' manner 

• I , • • • _ - 

of presentation. It helpa students .think about what they know, what 

' " ' 1 > V, * ' ' ' ' ' 

they think is iii?port|mt to write about, and how- they thipk things are. 
^eiated. 1^ also encourages them to give examples and descriptions of 
what they mean to say. Such considerations cam cHange'the. conference 
from teacher ••tellingV to student VghowingJ" Sindlarly, the teacher's 

• role changes from "teller" to "concerned other" who helpi=[.the "stt:^ntr 



reflect on," expand, and evaluate what is known andthow to write'about it. 



^ : / ' . • .. ' 

Ihls type of conference can be particularly freeing for both teachers ^ ^ 
and students., .Wlttl^teacherv as "teller" students are of ten^ uneasy • When 
engaged In InformattS^al writing they often hold back Information. . They 
hesitate to give exas^les or share their associations when they aren't 



absolutely ^certain whether or where things fit— when they^rje still 
th^king things through.. Unfortunately, these are the klhds of Ideas 




that tiMd to .be* explored. They have the potential tp provlde/clarlty 
for ^he .writer and can help the piaper become more interesting, ^more b11^« 



e dlst|.rictlon between topic and presentation Is hardly new. However,* ^ 
many teacher's consider preset atlon' at the punctuation and sentenc,e level . 
alone. and save thi^se fer the editing stage. Others try to do^lt ill at '^ 'i 
^once^-to deal with topic and presentation as separatje issues in the same 
conference. What I have been suggesting* f^'^qualltatively different. . The ^ 
ikyel o'f a student's topical knowledge, directly affects the language, content; 
and ./structure of ^he written compos/tibn. Conferences' can. take at least 
-three different paths depending oh how much a student knows about -a topic, \ 

' ' ■ /" ■ -■.' • ^- " \ •■ 

how well it is organized^ knd how accessible that^ knowledge is for the. \ 
student to use. Whea. a . student knows very llttle-about th^^opicv the " y 
teacher shou!^ focus oh providing some new information. If this fails- * \ 

to heJLp the student make Vsense" of the topic, \pdWitional data-gathering ^ 

* ' ^ ' * ' . ' , ^ ^ . • ' ■ ^ - i 

or a new topic may he necessary. If a student has some knowledge about , 

1^ topic but the information is either lncomplet;e or "muddy," the discussion 

needs to focus on developoient and organization of ideas^^ When .the student 

Is knowledgeable about a topic and has thought^ throug^h major relationships, 

the conference cati then- focus on the manner in which those i(ieas are presented. 

* • ' * - * ' *f ■ ' ' ' ' ' ' 

on the ^•surface'i features df the paper. ;\ _ • 



